
CATAWBA COUNTY, NORTH CAROLINA 
June 7, 2004 

 
CATAWBA COUNTY BOARD OF COMMISSIONERS 
 
I hereby submit the approved Catawba County Fiscal Year 2004/05 budget in the amount 
of $236,188,820.  The budget is balanced and prepared in accordance with the 
Local Government Budget and Fiscal Control Act.  The Board of Commissioners showed 
leadership in an uncertain economy last year by establishing a property tax rate which 
ensured that education, economic development, and public safety needs were met.   There 
continue to be challenges that threaten to weaken the financial course you have set.  The 
economic downturn has eroded our property tax base and slowed our sales tax growth.  
The Governor is again threatening to withhold critical funds for education, and the steady 
growth in Medicaid expenditures are outpacing revenue growth.  Yet, in spite of these 
challenges, because of your leadership last year and aggressive management by County 
staff, this recommended budget continues the progressive course you established. The 
budget finances a new Maiden High School, a new Library for Catawba Valley Community 
College (CVCC), and a 170-bed addition to the County Jail. In addition, ongoing funding is 
included for economic development and improved public safety.  The $0.48 property tax 
rate per $100 of value is maintained, and the operating budget has been held to a minimal 
increase of 2.6%. 
  

Our Financial Picture 
 
The ever-present threat of revenue cuts from the State continues to plague us. 
County staff began preparing this budget with the hope that we would not face again the 
threat of revenue reductions from the State.  The State’s budget crisis, which began in 
2001, had a trickle down effect resulting in funding cuts to local governments through the 
withholding of state reimbursements.  This, along with a $2 million increase in Medicaid 
costs, caused Catawba County to reduce budgets by 13% in 2001 and 2002, leading to the 
reduction of nineteen (19) positions and reduced funding for education and other services.  
Now there are reports that the Governor’s recommended budget will propose to withhold 
from counties their share of ADM Public School Capital funds in order to fill gaps in the 
State budget.  This would mean a loss of up to $1 million in capital project funds for our 
three school systems, projects that are planned for and included in this budget.  If this 
occurs, it will be the second time in the past three years that the State has withheld these 
funds.  This could force us to reprioritize and eliminate approved capital projects for the 
Schools, even after this budget has been adopted, in order to accommodate the loss.  At 
the very least it will delay school projects until the State budget has been determined.   
 
Revenue growth will be lower than projected 
Fiscal Year 2003/04 was the first full year of the additional half-cent sales tax enacted as of 
December 1, 2002, to replace lost State reimbursements for the inventory and intangibles 
taxes.  In a good economy, this new half-cent sales tax should offset the lost State 
reimbursements and, hopefully, as the economy improves, provide a much more stable 
and growing revenue source.  However, our local economic recovery has been slow and 



we have therefore cautiously projected sales tax growth of 2% for Fiscal Year 2004/05, 
lower than the 3% to 4% growth projected overall in the State. 
 
Last year, the 
property tax rate was 
lowered from 
$0.4950 to $0.48 
per $100 of 
valuation.  A 
revenue neutral rate 
of $0.4550 was 
calculated last year, 
using the projected 
growth in the tax 
base as a result of 
revaluation.  To this 
rate, a 2.5 cent 
increase was added 
for the purpose of 
paying debt on 
needed school 
construction and jail 
expansion.  The new tax rate was set in June 2003; however, at that time, we did not 
anticipate the full financial impact of the downturn in our local economy.  In December 
2003 we were made aware of another financial challenge -- due to revaluation and 
resulting appeals, the tax base for real property would be approximately $100 million less 
than estimates, and business personal property $220 million less, resulting in a loss of $1.5 
million in property tax revenues.  This is revenue we had counted on when the tax rate 
was set in June 2003. 
 
In the 2003/04 Fiscal Year, we were able to absorb this loss because of a one-time savings 
in Medicaid costs, due to the Federal government increasing its share of these costs for this 
fiscal year only.  In addition, when budgets were reduced by 7% in Fiscal Year 2002/03 in 
anticipation of losing State revenues, we did not fully restore funding the following year 
even with the replacement of State revenue from the new half-cent sales tax.  This allowed 
us to have funds set aside to help absorb this unplanned loss of tax revenue.  However, 
spending has been reduced in the proposed budget because of this unanticipated 
$1.5 million loss of revenue. 
 
Prudent budgeting, spending, and cooperation from our departments, schools, and outside 

agencies helped us meet the financial challenges 
of the past three fiscal years.  However, the 
reduction in our tax base due to appeals will 
impact our revenue for the new fiscal year and 
thereafter.  The property tax is a stable source of 
revenue that grows as real property values 

appreciate, and it remains the only real source of revenue that the Board of Commissioners 

Property Tax remains the only
source of revenue which the
Board of Commissioners can
control to provide services. 
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can control to provide services.  For this reason a decline in the growth of our tax base 
causes us concern.  We have projected only a 1.6% increase in property tax revenues for 
Fiscal Year 2004/05, compared to the 3.4% average increases we had experienced over 
the past several years.   With low projected growth in property tax and sales tax, the 
budget presented herein reflects a maintenance of services, along with funding for several 
crucial capital projects identified by the Board of Commissioners.   
 
 Medicaid costs continue to create a fiscal crisis for North Carolina counties  
County budgets continue to be overwhelmed by escalating Medicaid costs.  In this budget, 
$6,350,000 will be committed to Medicaid – 7% of our local revenues.  These costs are 
out of the County’s control since Medicaid is a Federal program administered by the 
State of North Carolina.  The average Catawba County Family Medicaid recipient is a 3-
year-old white female living in a single parent home.    
 
Currently, there are 
17,000 Medicaid 
recipients each month, a 
13% increase in the past 
two years.  Medicaid is 
one of the largest single 
budget items for most 
counties, the second 
largest in our County after 
education.  Continuing to 
drive the growth in 
Medicaid costs are 
nursing homes and 
prescription drugs.  There 
are over 700 nursing 
home beds in the County 
with 75% of the beds 
occupied by Medicaid recipients.  The County’s Medicaid cost for prescription drugs now 
totals almost $1.5 million each month, and Catawba County must pay 5.7% of this cost.    
The Medicaid projected growth rate of 9% is four times the rate of our revenue growth, 
clearly outpacing our ability to generate revenue.   
 
As part of a tax relief plan in 2003, Congress enacted a temporary increase in each state’s 
Federal share of Medicaid which was set to expire June 30, 2004, designed as a one time 
shot in the arm to help states manage budget deficits.  While it may not be feasible for this 
one time relief to be extended to all states, an extension should be considered for states 
such as North Carolina that still suffer from job losses and where job recovery lags behind 
the national level.  The extension would bring needed relief in the amount of $700,000 
annually to Catawba County.    
 
North Carolina is one of only two states that mandate county participation in Medicaid 
costs.   Medicaid costs are projected to grow from 9% to 12% annually for the next several 
years, creating a fiscal crisis for counties.  If the State government would assume the full 
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cost of Medicaid funding, it would free up over $6.3 million locally to be used toward 
education, service improvements, and economic development. 

 
Board of Commissioners’ Goals 

 
Board of Commissioners’ goals set the tone for funding priorities 
This budget puts a high priority on continued funding of economic development efforts, 
customer service and public safety issues, and addresses the goals established by the Board 
of Commissioners: 
 
1. The County will provide strong support for the targeted recruitment of 

manufacturing and non-manufacturing business and industry with an emphasis on 
quality job creation and diversified tax base growth and to provide opportunities for 
the transformation of and retention of current Catawba County job providers. 

 
2.  Adopt new zoning and subdivision regulations through a Unified Development 

Ordinance that reflects the Small Area Plans. 
 
3. In order to improve economic development, service delivery, and quality of life, 

successfully lobby to achieve needed legislation, continue to develop and foster 
strong intergovernmental relationships with municipal and school elected officials, 
State and Federal elected officials, regional elected officials, and the business 
community. 

 
4. Develop a theme to be used all year in public information that focuses on customer 

service.  Develop rewards and recognition system to honor departments and 
individuals who demonstrate exemplary customer service. 

 
Investment in Economic Development involves a myriad of efforts 
A steady decline in textile and manufacturing jobs in our area has forced leaders across our 
region to reexamine and improve current economic development efforts to attract new 
businesses.   Surveys have consistently shown that quality of life, education, preparedness 
of the local workforce, taxes, efficiency of government services, and cultural opportunities 
are critical factors when companies are considering moving or establishing a new location.  
 
For the past two years the County has 
participated in planning for and funding the 
new Hickory Metro Higher Education 
Center, in partnership with the City of 
Hickory, Catawba Valley Community 
College (CVCC), Appalachian State 
University, and Lenoir-Rhyne College.  This 
provides a unique collaborative learning experience that serves the needs of graduate, 
undergraduate, non-credit certificate courses, research, and specialized workforce training, 
and this innovative approach has received funding not only locally but also from the 
United States Congress and the North Carolina General Assembly. 
 

Our unemployment rate continues to
provide an opportunity for the
Economic Development Corporation
to aggressively recruit new
businesses.



In Fiscal Year 2003/04, the County made economic development one of its top priorities in 
order to create new jobs and attract new businesses.  Priority 1, a jointly sponsored effort 
that brought the community together in 2003 to discuss the strategies that would have the 
highest impact on our economic growth, recommended several strategies.  Funding is 
continued for one of the Priority 1 strategies, a position with the Economic Development 
Corporation dedicated to the recruitment of non-manufacturing firms in our area. 
 
The budget funds 51.5% of the Economic Development Corporation, which supports our 
current industrial base and works to recruit new industries in order to diversify the base 
and create high paying jobs.  Our unemployment rate continues to provide an opportunity 
for the Economic Development Corporation to aggressively recruit new businesses. The 
past year has included some major announcements such as the G&G Lumber project, a 
$20 million investment, which will create 115 new jobs and a new ZF Corporation, a 
$45 million investment, which will create 200 jobs.  These announcements are 
encouraging news for our job market and tax base, and will be followed by other 
announcements in the near future.   
 
Economic Development efforts come in many forms.  The County will continue advertising 
through the Convention and Visitors Bureau and the Chamber of Commerce Visitor 
Information Center, and will provide marketing funds and emergency and law 
enforcement personnel to support the Greater Hickory Golf Classic.  It is estimated that 
this tournament, held for the first time in 2003, had an estimated economic impact of 
approximately $25 million on our County. 
 
In order to build jobs and strengthen the economy, our philosophy has been that we 
should contract for services when the private sector can provide the service at the same or 
better level, and at the same or lower cost, than the public sector.  In keeping with this 
philosophy, the budget includes $16.5  million in contract services with the private sector.   
 
Though the main sources of local funding for County services are the property tax and 
sales tax, the County serves as an economic engine for the local economy by bringing in 
an additional $140 million in Federal and State funds and grants.  When an economic 
multiplier is applied, it shows that these dollars will stimulate an estimated $420 million 
worth of economic activity through the provision of jobs and a demand for goods and 
services. 
 
Other economic development efforts include FORESIGHT, a strategic planning process to 
develop strategies for Catawba County’s long term economic growth over the next fifteen 
to twenty years.   This effort was originally started in 1985 to bring business, cultural, 
educational, and governmental leaders from across the County together for a long-range 
strategic planning study.  In November 2001, the Board of Commissioners reactivated 
FORESIGHT.  The strategic planning process has focused on the four areas of jobs and 
business creation, education, environment, and political activity and leadership.  The 
FORESIGHT Committee is concluding its work and will soon present a final report to the 
public. 
 



A renewed focus on customer service 
As a part of the Board of Commissioners’ goal to focus on customer service, several efforts 
are underway.  Funds are included in the budget to continue employee customer service 
training and initiatives.  In addition, the budget improves and expands services in several 
areas that will result in better customer service.   
 
The Library will expand hours at both the Claremont and Conover branches from 20 to 28 
hours each week.  These branch libraries are the result of a cooperative agreement with 
these cities with the costs split equally between the cities and the County.  The expanded 
time will allow staff to open during morning hours and increase the number of programs 
offered.  A major emphasis for Fiscal Year 2004/05 is to intensify outreach efforts to senior 
citizens, elementary schools, and the general public.  Computers which are accessible for 
patrons with disabilities are to be installed at the Main Library. 
 
One of the goals of the County’s Animal Shelter is to provide a place where animals can 
be protected until owners can reclaim them or until they can be adopted.  Unfortunately, 
more and more animals are being given to the Shelter with fewer people and rescue 

groups willing to provide permanent homes.  To 
encourage a stronger adoption program and ensure 
the animals are well taken care of while in our care, 
the budget funds much needed improvements to 
the shelter.  Funds were approved in the 2003/04 

Fiscal Year for construction of space adjacent to the shelter to house dangerous and more 
aggressive animals and those with health problems.  Separating these animals from those 
that are adoptable will allow the County to create a better environment for individuals and 
families to view the adoptable animals.  Twenty (20) additional kennels will house forty 
(40) to sixty (60) more animals.  For those animals that are not adoptable, funds are 
included to provide a more efficient and humane method of disposal. 
 

Public Safety 
 
Quality customer service includes the safety and protection of our citizens. 
Catawba County has a strong history of providing quality emergency services to its 
citizens.  These services are provided through a network of staff, volunteers, and municipal 
agencies.  Realizing the County had undergone tremendous growth during the past 
25 years, the Board of Commissioners, in 2000, decided to assess the needs of the County 
with regard to emergency medical services, communications, fire, and rescue.  As a result, 
an Emergency Services Plan was approved in 2001 to be phased in over a multi-year 
period. 
 
Due to the geographical coverage area and call frequency of emergency calls in the 
Oxford/Catawba district, response times were continuing to increase and the need for 
additional services was becoming crucial.  As part of the Emergency Services Plan, an EMS 
base was constructed on Hwy 16 North and opened in May 2004.  The building also 
houses Oxford Fire and Claremont Rescue Base Two.  This will be the first full year of 
operation at the Oxford base, and funding is included in the budget for the full year. 
 

The budget funds much needed
improvements to the Animal
Shelter. 



Also as a part of the Emergency Services Plan, and to help accomplish the Board’s goal of a 
countywide six-minute medical 
response, a Medical First Responder 
Program was established in 2002 as 
a pilot program.  The goal of the 
program was to improve both the 
level and speed of response.  
Initially, a response time of 6 
minutes was established for the 
program because First Responders 
were responding to only 50% of 
calls with a response time of 9 
minutes or more.  The program has 
been very successful, as response 
time has decreased to under 6 
minutes with 100% of calls having a high level paramedic responding.   
 
Increased fire protection 
Fourteen of the sixteen fire districts will maintain their current tax rate.  These departments 
continue to replace vital equipment and fund improvements to existing fire stations.  In 
addition new stations are planned for Catawba, Claremont, Cooksville, Mountain View, 
Newton, Propst, Sherrills Ford, Conover, Maiden, and St. Stephens.  Personnel in the fire 
districts continually assess each district’s needs for protection and insurance rating 
improvements.      
 
The Conover Fire district will have a tax rate increase of $0.015, generating an additional 
$15,188 in tax revenue over the current year.  Conover is planning a new fire station in the 
district’s northern service area near Lyle Creek School.  The new fire station will reduce 
fire response times by an estimated 50%, to an average of 4 minutes in the rural areas of 
County Home Road, Lee Cline Road, C&B Farm Road, Highway 16 North, and St. Johns 
Church Road.   
 
The Denver Fire district shows a tax rate increase of $0.0157, generating an additional 
$35,169 in tax revenue over the current year.  In July 2003, this department began 
providing medical first responder services, with no additional funding from the County.  
Plans are to add an additional daytime position to meet the demand of multiple calls and 
improve response times. 
 
Ensuring a quick response to emergency calls 
The Communications Center provides 911 dispatch services for over 35 agencies and 
departments including the Sheriff’s Office, the Catawba, Claremont, Conover, Long View, 
and Maiden Police Departments, 25 fire stations, 6 rescue squads, 7 emergency services 
bases, and Emergency Management.  Over 80,000 emergency calls were answered in 
2003.  To ensure citizens receive quality, prompt medical assistance when placing a 911 
call, the Communications Center will continue to focus on service improvement.  A goal 
has been established to dispatch calls requiring medical care within one minute, and 
additional staff will be used during times of higher call volume to allow faster response 
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times.  More emphasis will be placed on educating citizens about the Emergency Medical 
Dispatch (EMD) program to improve understanding of what happens when placing a 911 
call and how the public can help ensure appropriate treatment quicker.  This program 
trains employees to give pre-arrival instructions to the 911 caller for treatment of a victim 
prior to the response team arriving on the scene.   
 
Helping us stay in touch through improved radio coverage 
The County’s radio system is used by all fire departments, rescue squads, Sheriff’s Office, 
Emergency Services, and all municipal police departments except Hickory.  We are now in 
the process of adding more transmission and reception sites to overcome dead spots and 
improve coverage for our existing frequencies.  Funds are included in the recommended 
budget to add seven receiver sites to increase frequency strength and coverage and to 
replace eight radio base stations. 
 
Providing for the security of our citizens 
Homeland security is a key issue in today’s world for both our citizens and businesses.  
The Department of Homeland Security was formed to help first responders and local 
governments prevent, respond to and recover from potential acts of terror and other 
disasters.  During Fiscal Year 2003/04, Catawba County received over $730,000 in grant 
funds to support homeland security concerns.  Three main departments are recipients of 
these funds -- Emergency Services, Public Health, and the Sheriff’s Office.   Most of these 
funds will be used towards the purchase of equipment to ensure that the County is 
prepared for emergency events.  New equipment for decontamination, mass casualty, 
communication systems, and fire and rescue are funded along with lights and generators, 
decontamination tents, airpacks, radio equipment, trailers, and vehicles. 
 
Public Health’s main focus with homeland security funds has been providing education 
and training to staff in developing a Bioterrorism/Disease Surveillance Plan as well as 
coordinating a Public Health Epidemiological Team (EPI).  A Bioterrorism Coordinator 
position was established with grant funds to handle preparedness and response to 
communicable disease threats.  Funds have been provided to purchase a Public Health 
Preparedness Mobile Medical Unit, which will be used for emergency or bioterrorism 
events. 
 
Funds received by the Sheriff’s Office under the Homeland Security Overtime Program 
will be used for training, community 
education programs, protection for target 
areas such as major events and structures, 
and additional officer hours devoted to 
high crime areas.  Funds through 
Homeland Security were used to obtain a 
vehicle and search cameras for the STAR Team, a multi-agency unit with representatives 
from the Sheriff’s Office, Newton, Maiden, and Conover Police Departments and 
Emergency Management.  During Fiscal Year 2004/05, the County will continue to 
aggressively ensure that we receive our share of Homeland Security funds to help keep our 
community safe.  
 

The County will continue to aggressively
ensure that we receive our share of
Homeland Security funds to help keep
our community safe. 



The budget provides funding for the strengthening of a Technical Level Hazmat Team 
consisting of representatives from Emergency Services, Fire, Rescue, and Law Enforcement.  
Currently we rely on the fire departments, which include volunteers and Emergency 
Management personnel, to respond to Hazmat incidents.  A technical level team will be 
able to respond not only to hydrocarbon spills but also to all hazardous materials 
contained within the county.  The fee philosophy for hazardous materials emergencies is 
to recover from the persons/companies responsible for the spills 100% of the costs 
incurred to contain and remove the hazardous materials.   
 

 
Work begins on Jail expansion 

 
Through the County’s agreement with Burke County for joint ownership of the 
Burke-Catawba District Confinement Facility (BCDCF) in Morganton, we have been able to 
meet our jail needs for the past nine years without constructing new facilities.  But the 

increase in the number of prisoners caused by 
population growth and new sentencing laws 
have pushed the numbers way beyond the 
Newton Jail’s current capacity and trends 
indicate that we will need 376 beds by 2025.  

We are housing prisoners at an average of 216 per day, in excess of our 168-bed capacity.  
We have been using more than our allotted share of beds at the BCDCF, which has meant 
greater expense to the County. 
 
The Board of Commissioners received a report in 2003 that outlined the critical need to 
plan for and provide more jail space.  Planning for a jail addition began in earnest last 
year.  This budget includes funding for an $18 million jail expansion project that will add 
170 beds to our Newton jail bringing our total jail capacity to 338.  Our projections 
indicate that we will be able to construct more beds than originally anticipated, at a lower 
cost per bed, and still stay within the budget.  The project will be financed over 20 years.  
The Board of Commissioners added a half-cent to the tax rate last year in order to begin 
expansion.  This revenue will be combined with $3.1 million which had been held in 
reserve for future Government Center expansion, and these funds will be used to pay debt 
service on the Jail through this revaluation cycle.     
 

Ensuring quality of life requires ongoing planning 
 
Long term planning for growth and the preservation of our environment impact our quality 
of life and provide a framework for dealing with issues on a proactive, as opposed to a 
reactive, basis.  Done properly, long-term planning helps us seize opportunities to 
positively influence growth and create an attractive and economically viable community.   
 
Planning for County development 
Funding is continued for the small area planning process, which will culminate in a 
Countywide Unified Development Ordinance (UDO) reflecting the community plans, a 
goal set by the Board of Commissioners in Fiscal Year 2001/02.  These Small Area Plans 
(SAP) explore general development patterns and trends to evaluate public service needs. 

We are housing prisoners at an
average of 216 per day, in excess of
our 168-bed capacity. 



There are a total of seven SAPs and citizen committees have worked in each of the 
targeted areas to be part of the planning process.  Plans have been completed and adopted 
for the Sherrills Ford, Mountain View, Balls Creek, St. Stephens/Oxford, and Catawba 
communities.  The Startown SAP is estimated to be complete in March 2005, and the final 
plan for Plateau should be complete by June 2006.   
 
A goal of the Board of Commissioners for the 2003/04 Fiscal Year was to conduct a 
comprehensive review of the County’s Zoning and Subdivision Ordinances and adopt 
revised regulations, compatible with the small area planning process, to guide growth.  
The budget includes funds for the preparation and submission of this Unified Development 
Ordinance.   
 
Environmental issues 
The Planning staff continues to participate with other counties, cities, State and Federal 
agencies and property owners, working on Duke Power’s relicensing project.  The purpose 
is to review the interests of all parties regarding concerns about water and land quality and 
activities on and around the Catawba River, Lake Hickory, Lake Lookout, and 
Lake Norman.  The project is expected to be complete in the spring of 2006.   Final 
recommendations regarding public access points, regulating flow of water through dams, 
warning systems, water quality, and shoreline concerns on the river will be submitted to 
the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) for review.  The FERC will then issue a 
license to Duke Power, which determines the conditions under which Duke Power may 
operate its dams that are on the Catawba River System.    
 
Much of our region was recently designated non-attainment under the new Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) standards for ozone and particulate matter.  This designation 
could place additional penalties on our business, industry and transportation activities.  In 
addition to the impact this would have on economic development, health issues are an 
obvious concern and we have been active during the past few years developing plans to 
improve the quality of our air.  Included in the approved budget is funding for an air 
quality study.  A regional strategic air quality plan has been developed by the Unifour Air 
Quality Committee through the Western Piedmont Council of Governments (WPCOG).  
An environmental attorney will be retained to advise on appropriate legal options and 
actions, and an air quality specialist will be hired, both through the WPCOG.  The cost for 
this effort will be shared by the local governments in Alexander, Burke, Caldwell, and 
Catawba Counties. 
 
The budget supports the development and implementation of a stormwater and erosion 
control program, which will allow the County to provide local sedimentation and erosion 
administration, control, and enforcement.  Currently, the State must review and approve 
erosion control plans for building projects that disturb more than one acre of land.  This 
process can take up to six months.  With a local program our goal will be to review and 
permit sedimentation and erosion control plans within ten working days.  Once we have 
State approval and the program is in place, a countywide stormwater hot line will be 
implemented that will enable citizens to call in concerns and violations, which will be 
responded to within 24 hours. 
 



Recycling remains a Countywide priority   
Catawba County has the proud distinction of having the first countywide recycling 
program in the State and providing the first countywide curbside recycling.  Our program 
has received several awards and recognitions over the years, most recently winning first 
place in the government category of the State Litter Prevention Award Competition. 
 
Currently we are recycling 
approximately 30,000 tons of 
waste per year or 16% of our 
waste stream.  This budget 
funds new, more intensive 
recycling efforts.  Funds are 
included for Household 
Hazardous Waste collection, 
held twice a year, to allow 
citizens to drop off hazardous 
chemicals such as paint, 
cleaners, used oil, pesticides 
and batteries and keep them 
out of the Landfill. This is 
important since 55% of all 
North Carolina residents 
(92% in rural areas) rely on 
groundwater as a source of drinking water, and it only takes a small amount of hazardous 
chemicals to cause serious problems. 
 
Funding continues for improved educational efforts in the areas of Household Hazardous 
Waste reduction, littering, and recycling.   Cooperative Extension will coordinate an effort 
with stakeholders in the County to develop a comprehensive public education and 
environmental stewardship program, with emphasis on stormwater and waste reduction 
education and a focus on hazardous waste and litter including the bi-annual Litter Sweep 
clean-up drive.   Utilities and Engineering will work with industrial and commercial 
citizens to focus on methods to help them reduce their waste stream and work with 
recycling education efforts.  
 

Moving ahead to fund school needs 
 
In Catawba County, we know and appreciate that the quality of life and the economic 
stability of our community can only be as good as the educational opportunities we 
provide.  Education represents the largest portion of our local budget, with 45.5% of our 
local revenues going toward the instructional costs and capital needs of our three public 
school systems and the community college.  30% of the County’s sales tax revenues and 
33% of property tax revenues fund education.   
 
The most recent statistics from the Public Schools Forum show that Catawba County ranks 
33rd in “Actual Effort”, which measures our actual funding.  When our property wealth, or 
“Ability to Pay”, is factored in, though, we rank 75th out of 100 counties in our “Relative 

In 2003/04, 30,000 tons of waste was recycled at the 
Catawba County Landfill.

Used Oil & Antifreeze
5.2%

Daily Cover
8.1%

Mulch & Leaves
17.4%

White Goods
3.5%

Tires
11.2%

GDS (MRF)
51.0%

Brick, Block, & Concrete
3.5%



Effort” to fund schools.  In other words, compared to other counties we are not funding our 
schools at a high enough level compared to our tax base.  Our schools should showcase 
our commitment to education and a prepared workforce.  A Countywide commitment and 
bold strategies will need to be put in place during the next several years to ensure 
educational excellence.   
 
Funding schools’ operations – the County’s largest single budget expenditure 
State certified enrollment numbers for the three school systems project a net increase of 
105 pupils next year.  Catawba County schools will decrease by 94 students; 
Newton-Conover will increase by 78 students; and Hickory City will increase by 
121 students. Though funding current expense for school operations is a clear 
responsibility of the State, the General Assembly does not adequately fund the schools. To 
pay for local teaching positions, teacher supplements, utilities and other operational 
expenses the County provides supplemental dollars in the form of current expense funding 
on a per pupil basis.   
 
The 2003/04 budget included a 7% 
increase in per pupil funding in 
order to restore some of the budget 
cuts which took place over the two 
prior years.  Due to revenue 
shortfalls in property tax and slow 
growth projected in sales tax, a 
more modest increase of 2% is 
approved for next year, increasing 
the per pupil amount to $1,125.  
With the net growth of 105 pupils 
next year, the County’s current 
expense funding for Fiscal Year 
2004/05 will be $29 million, the 
largest single expenditure in the 
County’s budget. 
 
Safety issues continue to be a top concern in our schools.  The County currently 
cooperates with the Catawba County Schools to provide funding for five resource officers 
in the middle schools.  Governor’s Crime Commission grant funds paid for these positions 
the past three years.  The last of these grants has ended and the County will now assume 
60% of the cost of these five positions, with Catawba County Schools paying the 
remaining 40%.  The County’s share of this agreement for next year will be $145,000.  We 
feel these school resource officers are vital in providing a safe learning environment for 
students. 
 
Pressing school construction needs must be addressed 
Though growth in our student population has slowed down considerably from three years 
ago when we were adding 400 to 600 students each year, we are still dealing with the 
over-crowded conditions that growth created in our elementary, middle, and high schools.  
Catawba County Schools still use approximately 50 mobile classrooms.  With the failure of 
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a school bond referendum three years ago that would have allowed us to issue 
General Obligation (GO) bonds to finance construction projects, the County was forced to 
look at other means to fund school construction needs brought about by growth and 
outdated facilities.   
 
In Fiscal Year 2003/04, the tax rate included two cents to take advantage of low interest 
rates and borrow money for critical school building needs through a financing option 
called Certificates of Participation (COPs).  Due to the currently low interest rates, there is 
only a small difference between interest rates on COPs and GO Bonds.  Some of the 
difference is offset by saving an estimated $60,000 in election expenses to hold a general 
school bond referendum.  The option of using COPs has allowed us to issue debt for a 
Hickory Middle School in Fiscal Year 2003/04 and will allow us to issue debt for a new 
Maiden High School in Fiscal Year 2004/05, convert Tuttle Middle School to an 
elementary school and the old Maiden High to a middle school, and build a new 
elementary school for Catawba County Schools in Fiscal Year 2005/06.  Debt will also be 
issued for a new library at CVCC, part of a larger project using State funds for Math and 
Science classrooms.  These projects were planned over the current four-year revaluation 
cycle.  Anything beyond the scope of these projects in future years will require a tax 
increase to retire debt payments. 
 
School capital projects included in the budget and funded with local dollars and State 
ADM funds next year include: 

 
• For Catawba County Schools, at St. Stephens High, classroom space, renovations to 

the entranceway, roofing, additional parking and air-conditioning the gym; 
replacement of gym floors at Fred. T. Foard and Mt. View Elementary; purchase of 
two student and two activity buses; roofing projects at Balls Creek, Murray 
Elementary and Arndt Middle; equipment and renovations at the Bus Garage; the 
purchase of additional land at Banoak Elementary for future expansion and some 
initial funding toward a new cafeteria and classroom space at Bunker Hill High. 

 
• For Hickory City Schools, at Hickory High, a three phase project to move the auto 

mechanics program to an addition at the old American Legion Building, renovate 
the vacated space at the high school into smaller classroom space and renovate the 
existing portion of the old American Legion Building for use as an auxiliary gym, 
classroom, and office space, asbestos abatement, renovations to the drama class and 
paving part of the parking lot; renovations to the Central Office building; and 
upgrades to the central computer system. 

 
• For Newton-Conover Schools, at Newton-Conover High, safety railings on the 

stadium bleachers, repair of concrete columns on the main building, and roofing 
projects on the auxiliary gym and concession buildings; the purchase of land at 
Shuford Elementary for a second entranceway and parking area; re-roofing the gym 
at the old high school building; and asbestos abatement. 

 



Also included in the schools’ capital budget is $45 per pupil for small capital and repair 
needs under $12,500 and $10 per pupil annually for technology needs such as 
replacement of outdated computers and audio-visual equipment. 
 
Catawba Valley Community College is cooperating with the City of Hickory and Catawba 
County on plans for a Regional Safety Training Complex, a facility that could be an 
emergency training center and house the truck driver-training program.  The budget 
includes some funding toward this project, and we have requested help from our 
congressional delegation in securing Federal funds for construction of the facility.  Other 
CVCC funded projects include roofing for the East Campus and Dental Hygiene buildings, 
funds for general renovations, and replacement of a maintenance vehicle.  
 

Mental Health Reform 
 
As a result of State Mental Health Reform and a General Assembly mandate, our role in the 
provision of Mental Health services will change from that of a direct provider to a manager 
of services through a Local Managing Entity (LME).  The LME will function as a 
management and oversight body, and the services previously provided by Mental Health 
will now be part of a public/private/nonprofit service provider network.  Forty (40) 
positions have been moved to Social Services as part of Family N.E.T. (Nurturing, 
Educating and Treating) for Catawba County’s children, youth, and families.  They will 
provide services that were formerly part of Mental Health, including therapeutic foster 
care, family and children outpatient therapy, and juvenile and women’s substance abuse.  
A new nonprofit organization called Catawba Valley Behavioral Healthcare (CVBH) will 
provide services for high-risk adults including day programming, residential services, 
psychiatric services, and other outpatient functions.  In order to provide a smooth 
transition, the CVBH and its 97 positions will continue to be part of the Mental Health 
Department through the early part of the fiscal year.  A Qualified Provider Network (QPN), 
composed of approximately 50 service providers in the community, has been developed to 
provide routine and specialty services in the areas of child residential services, halfway 
house services, detox, outpatient counseling, employee assistance programs and adult 
substance abuse.  Funds for all three of these service areas will continue to flow through 
the Mental Health budget. 
 

Personnel 
 
The approved budget adds 2.5 positions which require County funds, and 33.5 positions 
funded with State and Federal dollars.  27.5 of the new positions are a  result of Mental 
Health Reform and funded by State dollars. A Sex Crime Investigator for the Sheriff’s 
Office, funded by a State grant, will help with increased caseloads.  Two positions, a 
Nutritionist and Office Support Specialist, are included in the Women, Infant and Children 
(WIC) program to provide clerical assistance, nutrition and dietary counseling and WIC 
information.  Social Services has added a third Attorney position, which will be managing 
Child Support issues.  Utilities and Engineering has added a Stormwater Engineer to 
oversee and manage water and sewer projects.  Local dollars fund a Shelter Assistant to 
assist the public with the adoption of animals as well as perform administrative duties at 
the Animal Shelter; a Civil Officer with the Sheriff’s Office to handle the increased 



workload; and half of the cost for a Administrative Assistant for Utilities and Engineering to 
allow more staff time for recycling and waste reduction education.  
 
The budget includes a 2% cost of living increase for employees on July 1 and eligibility for 
a 1% to 2% increase on anniversary dates based on performance and customer service. 
 
Expanded employee wellness efforts are paying off  
The County’s wellness program continues to produce many success stories as it works to 
improve employee health and reduce the cost of health insurance through health training, 
seminars, and screening.  Fiscal Year 2004/05 will be the second full year of operation for 
the clinic, known as the Employee Health Connection, which opened in October 2002.   
Both the health educator and the staff of the clinic are part of a contractual arrangement 
with the County’s hospital, Catawba Valley Medical Center.  There are approximately 200 
employee visits to the clinic each month.  Based on this number, we estimate that the 
County, which is self-insured, is saving about $117,500 a year in medical costs, Worker’s 
Comp and sick leave by using the clinic.  The real savings, however, is in medical cost 
avoidance.  Through screenings, several cases of employees in the early stages of heart 
attacks and diabetes have been detected along with cases of high cholesterol and high 
blood pressure readings.  By holding health seminars and screenings, and having health 
care readily available to employees through the clinic, we are able to detect health issues 
that put employees at high risk before they become a much more serious and costly 
problem.   
 

Conclusion 
 
The annual budget is one of the most important planning processes in local government.  
By allocating public resources, the budget determines the direction, priorities and goals of 
the community.  We see signs that our economy is slowly recovering, and this budget 
takes steps to improve our economic development efforts and invest in our quality of life.  
The budget maintains current services vital to our citizens and continues the Board of 
Commissioners’ commitment to provide for the basic health, welfare and safety of the 
citizens as well as move prudently forward where funds are available. 
 
This budget message, as well as the complete budget document, may be accessed on the 
Internet at www.catawbacountync.gov or any of the public libraries in Catawba County. 
 
Respectfully submitted 
 

 
 
 
 

J. Thomas Lundy 
County Manager 


